GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
a description of the achievement of spiritual perfection. Wilhelm
is clearly influenced by this account in his own progress towards
the integration of his personality, but his path lies in another
direction. The Turmgesellschaft represents a wider, if not a pro-
founder ideal of culture. It embraces the principle of trial by
error, the view that an individual is the arbiter of his own educa-
tion and that he can achieve true culture only if life has taught
him to recognize and accept his own limitations. Guided by the
members of the Society into whose orbit he is drawn more and
more closely, Wilhelm finally recognizes the vanity of his
theatrical ambitions. Thus a complete re-orientation concludes
his education.
Goethe's positive valuation of error as a stimulus to human
development is the central doctrine of Wilhelm Meistcrs Lehrjahre
no less than of Faust. In the last resort the work is an educational
novel in the widest sense, embracing the aspects of natural growth,
individual development and personal guidance which Pestalozzi
emphasized as the essential ingredients of the total process of
education. Goethe's novel is an artistic presentation of this
process.
It may be said that the artistic value of Wilhelm Meister suffers
from the addition of the final portion. The plot becomes tenuous
and Goethe's invention pedestrian, although he never quite
abandons the novelist's art of telling a story. When we survey the
novel as a whole, perhaps we first recall its poetic beauties, the
variety of its characterization and invention, the urbanity of its
tone and its language, the tragic figures of Mignon and the
Harper, the descriptions of eighteenth-century theatrical life.
But in a higher critical assessment it emerges as a story of spiritual
progress, told, we may say despite De Quincey's mordant stric-
tures, with consummate artistry and good taste. As an example
of the cultural novel it has rarely been equalled and never excelled.
The technical problem which confronted Goethe was more
complicated than that which he faced in Werthcr. In tracing the
evolution of character against the background of intricate and
shifting external influences of a general as well as a specific
nature, he could not utilize the dramatic style again. One of
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